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SCIENTISTS AT UM BIOLOGICAL STATION 
REVEAL RESULTS OF SWIMMERS’ ITCH STUDY
MISSOULA -
Two researchers who were based at The University of Montana Flathead Lake Biological 
Station this summer have identified the common merganser duck and two kinds of snails as the 
main carriers of the swimmers’ itch parasite in Flathead Lake.
Biology Assistant Professor Craig Spencer and biology major Brent Loken of South 
Dakota’s Augustana College recently finished a study of the parasitic flatworms responsible for an 
allergic reaction in many Flathead Lake swimmers.
The organism has a complex life cycle including two hosts. The immature flatworms 
usually are found in snail species, while the adult parasites normally are carried by various 
waterfowl species.
The immature flatworms -- Cercariae — leave their snail hosts, enter the water and search 
for a proper waterfowl host. This stages causes problems for people; when free-swimming cercaria 
come into contact with people, they burrow into their skin and die, causing an allergic reaction.
Residents around Flathead Lake had previously suspected geese and sea gulls as the major 
waterfowl hosts for the swimmers’ itch parasite, Spencer says. But samples from those two 
waterfowl species showed they weren’t infected with the parasite; by contrast, common mergansers 
were heavily infected. The researchers tested the feces of over 100 mergansers from around the
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successful -- may not be feasible for Flathead Lake because of the tremendous effort and expense 
required to inoculate thousands of migratory mergansers.
The best strategies for now are to prevent a further increase in nutrients in the lake and 
minimize people’s exposure to the parasites, Spencer says. People should swim offshore because 
snails and the parasites they release are more common in shallow water along the shoreline. People 
can also reduce their risk of getting swimmers’ itch by toweling off right after leaving the water or 
covering themselves with baby oil before swimming, Spencer says.
Research funding came from Augustana College, the Flathead Lakers, the Lake County 
Health Department and the Lake County commissioners. The health departments of Lake and 
Flathead counties helped tabulate reports of swimmers’ itch.
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lake, more than 80 percent of which were infected with the parasite.
The main snail host in Flathead Lake is Stagnicola elrodii, the lake’s most common snail. 
Less often, the snail host is a species of Physella. Loken gathered more than 1,000 snails from 
around the lake based on reports of swimmers’ itch outbreaks. The snails’ infection rates ranged 
from 1 to 5 percent. The figure may seem low, Spencer says, but a single infected snail may 
release thousands of cercaria into the lake daily.
Longtime Flathead Lake-area residents report that swimmers’ itch is much more common 
now than in the past, Spencer says. Other recent problems in the lake may be partly blamed on 
people’s introducing exotic species like Mysis shrimp and various non-native Fish species, he 
explains, but carriers of the swimmers’ itch parasite are native to the Flathead.
The main cause of the rise in swimmers’ itch outbreaks, Spencer says, is the increased 
shoreline growth of algae — snails’ primary food source.
Earlier biological station research showed that the increase in algae growth had been 
stimulated by the addition of more nutrients -  phosphorus and nitrogen — to the lake, Spencer says. 
In the Flathead Basin, nutrient sources that probably have contributed to the problem include 
lakeside septic systems, sewage treatment plant effluent, fertilizer runoff and land disturbances that 
increase erosion and carry sediment and nutrients into the lake.
Efforts to control swimmers’ itch in other states have focused on host organisms, Spencer 
says. But adding chemicals to the water to kill snails is no longer recommended because the 
chemicals are toxic to many other aquatic organisms. Research is under way in Michigan on a 
drug that might be given to ducks to kill the swimmers’ itch parasite. But that approach -  even if
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